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House of Burgess: Hail! Chuck 
Berry 


King of rock 'n' roll dies at age of 90 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


One of the pioneers of modern music, Chuck Berry, was found dead at age 


90 on Saturday at his Missouri home. 


Chuck Berry didn’t invent rock ‘n’ roll, but he perfected the synthesis 
between blues, jazz and country genres. (And if the 1985 movie “Back to the 
Future” is to be believed, his cousin, Marvin Berry, and a strange young 


man calling himself Calvin Klein also played their parts.) For more than 60 


years, artists have been building on Chuck Berry’s foundation. Like many 
young guitarists, one of the first riffs I learned after I started playing when I 
was 12 was the introduction to “Johnny B. Goode.” (The only rock ‘n’ roll 
song included on the Voyager Golden Record.) If you want to rock, you have 


to go through Chuck Berry to get there. It’s just that simple. 


After I heard the news of Berry’s death, I knew I had to re-watch the 1987 
documentary concert film, “Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll.” This remarkable 
movie chronicles a pair of 1986 concerts held two days before Berry’s 60th 
birthday at the Fox Theatre in St. Louis. Keith Richards co-produced the 
film and the concert, which is fitting as he is one of those most responsible 


for the spread of Berry’s music. 


The film begins with archival footage of John Lennon declaring, “If you were 
to try and give rock ‘n’ roll another name you might call it Chuck Berry.” 
The clips interspersed in the film of a group interview with Berry, Bo 
Diddley and Little Richard around a piano are priceless. Berry sure was a 
character. Bruce Springsteen tells a story of the night early in his career he 
played his part in one of the countless, hastily assembled bands supporting 
Berry during his endless string of one-nighters. Berry generally operated 
without a set list or clear instructions on what key they were playing in. His 
daily routine consisted of packing light, traveling alone, performing, 


collecting his money and leaving. 


You can’t really mention Berry without noting the sexuality he harnessed, 
both on stage and off. In 1972, my wife’s aunt forbade her and her cousins 
listening to Berry’s No. 1 single, “My Ding-a-Ling.” Upon further review of 
the song, I see where she was coming from. Though he deflects in the film, 
it’s clear the same erratic energy that fueled Berry’s music also damaged 
his personal life. Between 1962 and 1963, Berry’s career was paused just as 
The Beatles, The Beach Boys and The Rolling Stones were taking over the 
world while covering his songs. He had been locked up on charges involving 
a 14-year-old girl. Later in his career, he purchased a restaurant, the now- 
defunct Southern Air Restaurant in Wentzville, Missouri. In 1990, Berry 
settled a class action with hundreds of women after it was found they had 


been recorded in the establishment’s bathroom. 


As I wrote in my Feb. 19, 2014 column, “Separating art from artist,” I think 
it’s perfectly acceptable to separate the personal and creative lives of 
flawed individuals, provided they don’t hold or seek any political power over 
anyone else. Chuck Berry the songwriter, performer and guitar player will 
always be the king of rock ‘n’ roll. Chuck Berry the gentleman, for example, 
left much to be desired. I can carry both these thoughts in my head 
simultaneously. You leave yourself a much greater spectrum of experience if 


you accept the fact that blemished humans achieve greatness all the time. 


Near the end of the film, Berry is asked by someone behind the camera: 


“Chuck Berry, when he’s remembered, what do you want people to say?” 


“Whatever it be, I just hope it’s real, and it’s a fact which will be the truth. 
That’s it. I hope they’ll just speak the truth, be it pro, con; bad, good,” Berry 


replied. 


Well, I did my best. 


Hail! Hail! Chuck Berry. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune city editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


